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NIAGARA FALLS PHOTOS BY JOHN PFAHL AT CLEVELAND MUSEUM OF ART 

(Cleveland, OH) A new exhibition, John Pfahl Photographs: Niagara Sublime, is on view 
August 16-October 30, 1997, in gallery 105 at the Cleveland Museum of Art. Appearing in 
Cleveland for the first time are 18 large color photographs made by John Pfahl, an artist widely 
celebrated for work that explores the human interaction with and interpretation of the natural 
landscape. Tom Hinson, the museum’s curator of contemporary art and photography, organized 
the exhibition. Admission is free. 

Bom in New York City in 1939, Pfahl lives in Buffalo and teaches at the School of Pho- 
tographic Arts and Sciences of the Rochester Institute of Technology. Nearby is the place where 
a river containing all the water flowing out of Lake Erie goes over a cliff before continuing into 
Lake Ontario: Niagara Falls. These large color images do not offer familiar postcard vistas, but 
instead present close-cropped compositions concerned with the simplest of elements: the rushing 
water and the light that illuminates it. The titles evoke 19th-century poetry — “the curtained 
shrine,” “down-dashed torrent,” or “the fiery descent” — and the series title seems to allude to 
one obscure Alfred, Lord Tennyson composition. On Sublimity, that refers to Niagara Falls. 

Pfahl’s career has long been marked by flashes of playful subversion. His earliest criti- 
cally-noted work was a 1 974-80 series titled Altered Landscapes, in which he “improved” pic- 
turesque landscapes by marking out geometric forms with colored tape and string. Subsequent 
projects took on the broader issue of the relationship between humanity and nature. The 1 980s 
series. Power Places, focused on power plants in the context of grand, sweeping views. Smoke, 
begun in the late 1980s and continuing today, zooms in on the airborne waste from smokestacks 
to find unexpected and ironic beauty there. Arcadia Revisited (1985-87) was a commissioned 
study of the Niagara River area from Lake Erie to Lake Ontario; this intensive study led him to 
begin in 1988 an ongoing series called Waterfalls, for which he has sought out other cataracts 
that, like Niagara, are in civilized settings or have been somehow manipulated by people. 

Niagara Sublime explores the closely-observed forms of nature in much the same way as 
his Smoke series. Says Tom Hinson: “John Pfahl has long been one of our most aesthetically and 
socially astute landscape photographers. These Niagara photographs transcend landscape altogether 
to achieve simple, abstract beauty; they are indeed, as the exhibition title suggests, sublime.” 
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